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LOOKING BACK ON OLD BRISBANE 
[By SAMUEL EMMETT, A.M.I.E. (Aust.)] 
(Notes for address delivered at the meeting of the 
Historical Society of Queensland on July 22nd, 1954.) 
Oxley entered the Brisbane River on December 
2nd, 1823, later Governor Brisbane despatched Oxley 
to prepare a settlement. The explorer set sail for More-
ton Bay in the Brig "Amity" in September 1824, hav-
ing on board Lieut. Millar and a detachment of the 
40th Regiment in charge of 40 prisoners. The spot 
named Redcliffe by explorer Flinders, was selected for 
military settlement, there, many buildings were 
erected, but the site was not suitable and was aban-
doned. The place was then named "Humpy Bong" by 
the natives meaning "Dead houses." 
A new site was selected as ideal from a military 
point of view, as the river on two sides of the triangle 
and the hills on the third side, made defence easy. In 
1825 Captain Logan was sent up from New South 
Wales, to take charge of the settlement which was at 
the North Quay end of present Queen Street. This was 
proclaimed a penal settlement in 1826. Captain Logan, 
a despot of resolute and energetic character, ordered 
clearing to be made of the dense bush which flourished 
in the area, and cultivation was well under way, while 
stores, docks, and barracks were being erected. 
The survey made by Surveyor Burnett in 1842 is 
shown on the map which is in the Brisbane Survey 
Office and dated 1844. This map shows the military 
camp as erected by Captain Logan. At the spot which 
is now occupied by a building at the comer of North 
Quay and Queen Street, was a square high walled en-
closure known as the Lumber Yard; within this yard 
carpenters, candle makers, coopers and many other 
trades-men were working and on Sundays the Anglican 
Chaplain used the carpenters shop as a chapel. Sur-
veyor Bartlett mentions in his field notes, "that having 
damaged his boat, he sent it to the Lumber Yard to be 
repaired." 
On the site of the present Supreme Court grounds 
was the prisoners hospital; Doctor Ballow was resident 
surgeon. Surveyor Dixon in his field notes of the sur-
vey of Brisbane under date July 17th, 1839, writes, 
"Five of my men ill, and myself indisposed. Will go to 
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Brisbane Town to consult Dr. Ballow." It was in this 
Hospital that an operation was performed on Andrew 
Petrie's eyes resulting in the loss of his sight. 
A track from here wandered past the saw-pit to 
the Cemetery situated about the site of Saul Street and 
North Quay. Beyond this, where the Tramway Office 
is in Coronation Drive, there was a great swamp which 
extended westward to Milton. This was Red Jacket 
Swamp, at one time probably a great arm of the river 
now filled by soil washed down from the hills behind. 
During the erection of the Tramway Offices the black 
alluval deposit was proved to be of great depth. 
At a very early date, convicts made a road on 
North Quay. This was the evening parade ground for 
early free settlers, at a time when no other roads had 
been formed, and as late as 1882, the date of Melba's 
marriage to Charles Armstrong in old Ann Street Pres-
byterian Church, was still the one perfect road. 
Down River where George Street now is, were 
military barracks and officers quarters, a two story 
building of brick with stone facings and iron barred 
windows. Next was the residences of the Rev. Handt 
who arrived in 1839 and was the first Anglican Clergy-
man. It was about this time (1838) the German Mis-
sion settled at German Station now "Nundah." The 
site of Rev. Handt's residence became the site of the 
first St. John's Church and is now Queen's Gardens, 
so named in honour of Queen Victoria's Jubilee 1897. 
A statue of the Queen stands near the site of St. 
John's alter. Nearby was Government House occupied 
by the Commandant. This house was about where the 
Government Printing Office now is, in the present Wil-
Ham Street. 
The first story of the Government Store, Bris-
bane's oldest building, was erected by convicts from 
January 1825 and completed in 1829. The walls are of 
stone about two feet thick on the lower story which is 
the original portion; the upper story was erected upon 
this after 1914, and the original roof timbers replaced. 
On the river side of this store, and over a doorway 
is a stone inset inscribed with a crown, G.R., and the 
date 1829. 
Down stream from the store there was a gently 
undulating site occupied by the grounds of Government 
House and the then Botanical Gardens, known then as 
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Queen's Gardens. When the present Botanical Gardens 
were fenced in, the cast iron plaques were affixed to 
the gates and dated 1863. This plaque is now at New-
stead House. 
Passing up Queen Street from the Lumber Yard 
we are at the George Street site where mean wooden 
shanties served as Mines Office and later as a Museum. 
Next to this the Post Office and the Survey Office. This 
became the site of the old Town Hall. Beyond this was a 
long low ugly stone wall that reached about two-thirds 
of the block frontage to Albert Street site. This build-
ing was the prisoners barracks and under the central 
doorway a triangle was set up, and upon this prisoners 
were publicly whipped. 
There was a fence and gates along the line of 
Albert Street and across Queen Street right down past 
Surveyor Dixon's house and stables to the river. Sur-
veyor Dixon in his field notes records his (Robert 
Dixon's) marriage to Margaret Cobel, on Wednesday, 
July 28th, 1839, at Government House. The names 
mentioned are General Gorman, Commandant, Dr. and 
Mrs. Ballow, Mr. and Mrs. Parker, Rev. and Mrs. 
Handt, George Gravatt (late Commandant 28th Regi-
ment), John Kent, James Warner (acting Surveyor 
General), Mr. Andrew Petrie (Superintendent of 
Works), William White, Stephen Owens, William Kent 
and W. J. Gorman. It is recorded that at 3 p.m., the 
happy couple left for Eagle Farm. Probably the first 
private house built in Brisbane was erected for Captain 
Coley who after separation was appointed Usher of the 
Black Rod. 
A dam or reservoir of considerable size was 
situated on what is now the site of Roma Street Sta-
tion. It stretched on the line of Roma Street from about 
Herschell Street to Turbot Street. From the reservoir 
water was pumped or graded into wells through 
wooden pipes which were hollow grey ironbark logs 
fitted head to butt. W. Clark writes, "Convicts worked 
a lift to convey, through a reticulation of hollow iron-
bark logs, water from the reservoir near Roma Street 
to the convict dormitories, to the convict gaol site of 
our present Post Office in Queen Street, and the mili-
tary and official quarters in William Street." One of 
these pipes is in the Historical Society's Museum and 
another in the City Hall. The bottom of the reservoir 
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was 19^ feet above high water. The overflow formed 
a stream to the water hole which was where the City 
Hall Tower now stands. The line of the creek can still 
be traced by a depression in the kerb and dwarf garden 
wall just north of the Ann Street entrance. 
This creek was known as Big Creek, and ran from 
about the Normanby into two branches at Countess 
Street Bridge, then on to the reservoir, through the 
water hole at the City Hall site, and then over to Wal-
lace Bishop's Corner, turning north east until about 
centre of the block between Adelaide Street and Queen 
Street. The depression can be seen in Finney Isles 
Lane and again in Edward Street, and again in Isles 
Lane where it turned north towards the Gresham 
Hotel, and from there over Creek Street, then east over 
Queen Street at about halfway up the block from Creek 
Street, thence towards the junction of Creek and Eagle 
Streets, and into the River. 
During recent excavations on the alignment of 
Adelaide Street and King George Square, a post and 
rail fence was uncovered at a depth of about eight 
feet below the present road level. This would indicate 
the amount of filling necessary to grade the present 
streets. When excavating to regrade Creek Street and 
widen Adelaide Street a cellar under Creek Street near 
the A.N.A. office was uncovered, and a portion of a 
small whai-f was found below the kerb on the north 
east side of Creek Street. The cellar was a relic of the 
old English practice of claiming cellar rights to half 
the width of the road. The wharf indicates that the 
Creek was of considerable depth and tidal at this point. 
Just before the Creek entered the river Andrew 
Petrie's garden joined up with its north bank. On its 
southern bank there was a great swamp known as 
Frog's Hollow. This reached from the base of the knoll, 
under the site of James Campbell and Sons, and away 
towards Edward Street and the Gardens. Orient House 
occupies the site of Petrie's garden. 
Little Creek began in a wide swampy area about 
the rear of the Brisbane Telegraph Offices and joined 
by lesser creeks, ran into a large swamp about half 
way between the end of Albert Street and the River. 
From the prisoners barracks a track wound its 
way up just behind Albert Street Church towards the 
Windmill. This windmill was erected about 1829 under 
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the direction of a Junior Royal Engineer, but it was 
not a success owing no doubt to the gears being wrong-
ly assembled. A tread-mill was attached and here con-
victs worked their wretched lives through from day to 
day until Andrew Petrie rebuilt the working parts, 
thus putting the treadmill out of use. The windmill 
was proclaimed a Metrological Station in 1860. 
At a spot where the General Post Office now is, 
there was a considerable knoll or rise in the ground 
level and upon this a brick building in the form of a 
hollow square was erected for the accommodation of 
female prisoners, it was called the factory, but was 
really a gaol. In 1836 female prisoners were occupying 
huts at Eagle Farm previously used for male prisoners. 
No effort was made to reform these women who were 
chained in pairs in the daytime. It is said they formed 
the road to Eagle Farm, but in 1887 a writer claimed 
that North Quay was the only convict built road. The 
knoll covered a considerable area, part of which still 
remains at the base of St. Stephen's Cathedral. 
Where the creek crossed Queen Street at the base 
of the knoU, a log foot bridge crossed the water splash. 
Years ago one old resident recalled to me how the 
young bloods leaned on the handrail, much to the em-
barrassment of the young ladies in their crinolines who 
obviously needed wide room for their passing. There 
must have been a considerable quantity of spring water 
at the head of Big Creek. Early writers mentioned the 
numerous streams and rills which tumbled down the 
slopes towards the town. Many large storm water 
drains and the railway cuttings have diverted this 
water, thus depriving the swamps of their supply. At 
the top end of Water Street on the north west side of 
Spring Hill, there is a spring running into a very old 
brick drain which is near or under the footpath on the 
east side of Water Street. This spring no doubt gave 
the name to Spring Hill and along the Valley down 
Water Street the early settlers built their dwellings to 
be near water. 
The ship "Fortitude" arrived in 1849 with free 
settlers and from this ship and this Valley came the 
present Fortitude Valley name. The valley through 
which this water ran was vdde and crossed from Water 
Street to the rear of the Brunswick Street Railway 
Staiion, crossing Wickham Street from Spring Street 
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towards Ballow Street, under Ann Street, turning 
north east and crossing James Street, Chester Street 
and Commercial Road. The rise in grade in these last 
named streets where the big culvert is crossing under, 
still shows the direction, until passing near the gas 
works it finally enters the river. This lower end passed 
through swamp land, and a branch came down from 
Light Street over Wickham Street into a swamp where 
Light Street Bus and Tram Sheds stand. 
Contemporary satirists alleged that Peter Spicer, 
a superintendent of the convicts, had a swamp drained 
and planted vdth prepared rice obtained from a mer-
chant's store in Sydney. (In the Early Days, p. 50— 
J. J. Knight). During Logan's commandant-ship 
polished rice was planted at Eagle Farm. (Coote p. 18). 
A track wended its way alongside Big Creek from 
the Prisoners' Barracks, towards Petrie Bight. Here 
the rise towards the site of All Hallow's Convent being 
too steep, a detour was made around the base of the 
spur at the liver end of Boundary Street and around 
into New Farm, and so on to Eagle Farm. 
In those days the spur ran from St. John's Cathe-
dral right over to All Hallow's where the top level is 
about 70 feet above Wickham Street. The road cutting 
over which St. John's stands has peculiar interest, in 
quarrying it, several small veins of gold bearing quartz 
wer3 met with, but were not regarded as payable. 
Above this cutting in Ann Street, there is an old stone 
villa, once the residence of the Hon. Dr. Hobbs, now 
the residence of the Cathedral Dean: it was Queens-
land's first Government House. 
There was a brick field at about the junction of 
Barry Parade and Wickham Street, and another in 
Bowen Bridge Road on the site of Bowen Park. Bricks 
made in these places can be seen in old cottages in the 
Valley area. 
